isn't it better than suffering?" Kyŏng-ŭn's husband breaks the silence as he accelerates on the highway. Perhaps her husband is right. The doctor did warn that her father only had a few days left to live. "At least he can die with dignity, " Kyŏng-ŭn thought. The air is crisp and moist from all the rain over the last few days. As she stares out the car window into the sunny sky, Kyŏng-ŭn recalls how sunny it was the day she marched in her mother's funeral. Deep in her heart, she knows that she has already given up on her father. And yet her husband's words still pierce her heart like a sword. "Would you say the same thing if it were your father?" she wants to ask. Kyŏng-ŭn tightens her mouth before those words can escape. "Why am I so tense?" she wonders.
"I heard about your father. You want to go see him, right? I know you're expected to go, but . . . I still think you should stay at home.
You haven't visited in a long time anyway. Why not be patient a little longer?" When Kyŏng-ŭn didn't reply, her mother-in-law backed down.
"Be careful and have a safe drive. I hope everything goes well. Let us know right away if anything happens. " Was it those last words that were making her so tense? "I know how you must feel, but do you really have to do that?
We already have a big family. . . . "
The town hospital's intensive care unit is narrow and long. Seven beds side by side with an aisle between them. The beds are very close together; there is hardly enough room for a folding chair.
"What if something happens . . . " Those ominous words hang over Kyŏng-ŭn's head as she recalls an incident from a few months ago. Her eldest sister was visiting, perhaps to check up on Kyŏng-ŭn since she had been homebound for so long, as the doctor ordered. Her sister used to crave watermelons when she was pregnant with her first child, but she never got to eat any since it wasn't watermelon season and they were expensive. She handed Kyŏng-ŭn a slice of watermelon, but snatched it away before she could take it. "This must be some kind of a special baby, forcing his mom to stay at home like this. Come here and say hi to your auntie. " She reached out to touch Kyŏng-ŭn's belly, but Kyŏng-ŭn flinched and drew back. Her sister's hands looked awkward, frozen in mid-air. "I'm sorry. I'm pretty sensitive right now, " Kyŏng-ŭn apologized, but she still didn't let her sister touch her stomach. Other than the sound of visitors passing through, the hospital, located in the middle of a forest in a small suburb, is dreadfully quiet at night. In the stultifying silence, the patients have to struggle harder to stay alive.
"Father, go. Shed the lifelong burden inside your heart, and go on. Fly away, father, " Kyŏng-ŭn whispers as she puts her hand underneath his hospital garment and caresses his chest. Until last week, her father would open his eyes whenever she' d say the word "father. " But now, he seemed irretrievable. His face used to be cleaner than the faces of the other patients, but now it was swollen and his cheeks sagged like a pair of water bags. He had a tube inside his neck to collect phlegm, a tube for urine, and other medical equipment clustered around his body. The backs of his hands were bruised and his back was covered in ribbon-shaped bedsores. Even if he regained consciousness, he would feel humiliated for the rest of his life living in this state. What she hopes for her father is a peaceful end, not a recovery.
Two years before, sitting at her father's sickbed, she had prayed for him to recover. That was when her father had been taken to the hospital near where she lived and had surgery for a hip fracture.
The surgery was successful, but because of the sudden failure of his lungs the next day, he became deathly ill again. Kyŏng-ŭn's husband was going on a four-day business trip. She visited the hospital after seeing her husband off at the airport on a night flight. When she opened the door to her father's room, she noticed a strong smell of soju. It was her eldest brother's turn to take the night shift, and he was drinking. "Everyone else went home a few minutes ago, " he said. "I need some alcohol in my system if I'm going to pull an allnighter in here. " He sunk into the cot and began to snore loudly.
The sound of snoring woke her father. He looked sad and empty as he gazed at his son. Kyŏng-ŭn felt sorry for her father. She had never seen him like that before. There was no trace of vigor in his eyes. He looked as if he' d given up everything and was ready to die.
Afraid, she stayed awake by his side for three days. After three days, her father's eyes seemed to regain some clarity.
Kyŏng-ŭn no longer hopes for a full recovery. After his hip surgery, her father had his eightieth birthday party. Watching his father walk back to his room after the birthday dinner, the eldest son said, "I think it's best to live until seventy-no more than that. " For his sons, who made thoughtless comments by what they assumed was his deathbed, and for his daughters, who were mere onlookers, having no rights when it came to making family decisions, the news of his recovery had the same effect as an announcement in a theater to a tired audience. They had watched the show out of courtesy and were now rising from their uncomfortable seats to leave. The theater announcer reminded them that the play was not a one-act play, but a two-act one, and that they needed to return their seats for the second act, which was going to start shortly. Kyŏng-ŭn was afraid of how the audienceincluding herself-would react to such an announcement.
"Old man, you did it again! Stop doing that, " the nurse scolds an old patient as she walks over to the bed next to Kyŏng-ŭn's father.
The oxygen mask that was covering the man's nose and mouth is clinging by his ear and the contours of his jawbones make his face appear skeletal. After she places the mask back on his face, she goes to the man in the next bed who has chocolate-colored skin and is suffering from liver failure. She pulls the blanket over him but he kicks it away. He is naked from the torso down and his saggy genitals lay exposed, the scrotum that was once full of sexual desire. The problem started with a hundred dollars. Her father died on July 7th at 2:25 p.m. As soon as the doctor announced his death, her family began to rush out of the room like an audience trying to escape from the theater all at once after a spell had been broken.
There were arguments over whether to rent a VIP suite or a small room for the funeral ceremony, arguments over the cost of food at the reception. What kind of food is reasonably priced and won't damage our reputation? The aroma of the chef 's spicy beef soup filled the air and close acquaintances began arriving one by one.
Then the incident occurred. One of Kyŏng-ŭn's brothers' friends, who came to help, had a favor to ask Kyŏng-ŭn's eldest sister. "We need more change for our card game. Could you give us a hundred in smaller bills?" He was a familiar face to Kyŏng-ŭn's family, always coming over to play ever since he was little. Kyŏng-ŭn's eldest sister told the eldest brother-the chief mourner and the funeral director-about the request. It was common for the house in mourning to lend some change to those who played cards and stayed at the ceremony overnight. Whenever Kyŏng-ŭn called their home to see how her father was doing, her stepmother would always say, "We don't need anything, just focus on your health and on giving birth to a healthy child. " But one day, the stepmother called her and asked her if she could borrow a tape recorder. Kyŏng-ŭn thought that the old couple was going to use it to record some songs.
Kyŏng-ŭn slid an unused tape into the deck and pressed the record button. "Ah. Ah. Testing. Let's make sure it's working, " she said. After rewinding the tape, she heard it replay the first few words, and then the tape got stuck. She took it out and tried again, but the cassette player had not been used in a long time and decided to stop working at this particular moment. "It's not working. We'll try to fix it later, " she told her stepmother.
"Damn it! I wanted to record when the youngest was here, " said the stepmother, looking distraught. Kyŏng-ŭn was surprised by her reaction and by the desperation she detected in her stepmother's voice. She was particularly fond of Kyŏng-ŭn, perhaps because she was the youngest of the family, or maybe because she always mailed her stepmother allowances to help treat her bad leg.
"What did you want to record anyway?" Kyŏng-ŭn asked.
"Your father mentioned transferring the ownership of the house to me, but he never set it in stone, and since I have nowhere to go after he dies, I wanted to record that promise while you were here. . . . "
Her words sent chills down Kyŏng-ŭn's spine. Basically, she was forcing her father's will to meet her needs. "Do you really have to do that? Everyone in the family knows about the deal, " Kyŏng-ŭn said, with no small amount of contempt in her voice. "Still . . . the eldest son doesn't even greet me when he comes over . . . Everything's useless once your father dies, " the stepmother sulked. When she moved in, she had agreed to take care of Kyŏng-ŭn's father under the condition that she would gain ownership of his apartment after he died. Out of courtesy, Kyŏng-ŭn called her "stepmother, " while the rest of her siblings called her "grandmother. "
Maybe her own children were pressuring her to be more aggressive about securing the apartment before the old man dies. "If only she had waited quietly, everything would have taken care of itself, " Kyŏng-ŭn thought.
"I asked your brothers to go and change the deed so it's in the stepmother's name, but they refuse to do it. I would do it myself, but ever since my hip surgery I haven't been able to walk much, " her father Kyŏng-ŭn wrote down the word "Contract, " her father and stepmother's names, and their social security numbers. "I hereby agree to transfer my own apartment to ______________ when I die. " She wasn't very good at filling out documents; she sometimes had to write something three or four times before she got it right, even if it was as simple as filling out an automatic transfer request form at a bank. Yet that day, she was writing as though she had been preparing for this moment all her life. Both Kyŏng-ŭn's and her father's signatures were on the contract, and she made two copies, one for her and one for the stepmother. A bat hangs upside down, wiggling its body. The camera zooms in to reveal that the bat is in labor. The head of a baby bat slowly emerges from its womb.
Kyŏng-ŭn cringes at the sight. How lonely the mother bat must be, giving birth to a baby all alone. Seeing this makes her dizzy.
She reaches for the snacks next to her but stops short, her hand suspended in midair, as she thinks of her baby's autopsy. Instead, she gets up and grabs some oranges from the refrigerator, her eyes still glued to the television screen. One Saturday, Kyŏng-ŭn took him to a disabled children's shelter that she had been visiting every other week. She played with the kids, folded diapers after they had been washed and dried in the sun . . . such were the responsibilities of the volunteers. A greedy and wild child named Chi-hae always fought for Kyŏng-ŭn's attention. One child sat on her husband's lap and patted his face with small hands. These were children who had been disowned by their parents because of their disabilities. They were too hungry for affection to be shy around strangers. Her husband seemed to be at a loss but still embraced the child in his arms. A boy named
Us and the Rest:
Lee Hyeky ung Azalea Chae-min leaned his weight on Kyŏng-ŭn's back, and Theresa, who usually stayed in the background, reached out to touch Kyŏng-ŭn's thigh with her foot while looking away. These little bits of contact and warmth meant a lot to the children.
It was a fine spring day and white bridal wreaths were in full bloom. The couple barely managed to extricate themselves from the children dangling from their necks like monkeys. Kyŏng-ŭn suddenly stopped and said, "It's here. This is where the scent is the strongest. " This was the place where the smell of flowers seemed to bless the passersby. "After our child grows up, it would be nice to visit these disabled children in our free time, " her husband said as he breathed in the sweet air. Kyŏng-ŭn knew that this was just a fleeting impulse, the kind that made people who avoided their poor relatives for fear they would ask for money suddenly pick up the phone one day and donate after watching an ad for charity. But at that very moment, she wanted to believe in the sincerity of his words. Perhaps watching him play with the children made her feel more optimistic.
She hadn't expected him to get a lot from the visit, but only wanted to show him why she visits these children. Her hope was that he would realize that love must extend beyond the family, beyond simple blood relations. She thanked her husband for coming with her. She offered him the scent of the bridal wreaths as a gift and finally accepted the reality of her marriage. "Cuckoo, cuckoo. " The cry of the cuckoo echoing across the fields at night sounded like a sudden sob after long weeping. The motel was a seven-story building surrounded by tall trees. Kyŏng-ŭn's white funeral clothes glowed under the blue motel lights. The front of her funeral skirt, too short for Kyŏng-ŭn to begin with, was hiked up even higher because of her swollen stomach. "I'm sure none of you have been to a 'love hotel' since nobody here has had an affair. Let's take a quick look inside, " Kyŏng-ŭn said at the entrance. To everyone's surprise, the motel looked very clean.
Even though it had been built for lovers rather than sleepers, the rooms and the bathrooms weren't flashy and the beds seemed clean.
Fresh forest air from outside swept through the opened window, filling the room.
All the nephews of Kyŏng-ŭn's mother arrived at the funeral home at once. They sat on the couch in the hallway, far away from those who were drinking after paying their condolences. "You guys should come sit out here with us. The funeral is over and the mourners are sad to death, but you can't all die and follow him, " one of the nephews told Kyŏng-ŭn's sisters, whose eyes were red from crying.
He told some funny stories about the relatives and made some of the sisters laugh, but when they did, he suddenly changed his tone and scolded them. "I know how y'all are happy that uncle died in peace, but mourners aren't supposed to laugh. You should suppress your laughter and let it out only when you're alone in the bathroom. " As if contradicting his words, his eyes had a kindly crinkle.
The majority of mother's nephews, or Kyŏng-ŭn's cousins, were nearing sixty. All of them, at some point in their lives, had lived in Kyŏng-ŭn's home. Their family was so poor that having one less person at the table helped substantially, and Kyŏng-ŭn's family always had plenty of work for them. The boys helped at the store and the girls took care of housework and chores. After one stayed with Kyŏng-ŭn's family for a few months, another would come to take his or her place. Compared to Kyŏng-ŭn's father's side of the family, her mother's side was far more generous in helping those in need.
After Kyŏng-ŭn was grown up, she often thought of her cousins.
Her father never pressed anyone for money, but he was not very generous either-not even to his own family. Her second aunt would always come to help her mother during family events.
Kyŏng-ŭn's father would be especially harsh toward his wife whenever the second aunt was over. Kyŏng-ŭn's heart sank every The man is the sun, the woman is the moon. The man's grave is always placed on the left and the woman's on the right, aligned with the Chinese characters Sun and Moon (日月). When they dug the left side of Kyŏng-ŭn's mother's grave, they discovered that the color of the soil was bad. So they decided to move the father's to the right. This nephew closely resembled his grandfather. Indeed, people used to tease her sister-in-law, saying that she must have really hated her father-in-law during her pregnancy for her son to be his spitting image. Ever since Kyŏng-ŭn was little, Kyŏng-ŭn's father traveled across the country with a geomancer to find a propitious site for a grave. Incidentally, the site he chose was only a half an hour's drive from Kyŏng-ŭn's place.
"What do you think happened? Maybe the woman became stronger since she switched places with the man, " Kyŏng-ŭn suggests to her nephew. He gives her a look, as if to say, "Oh, come on. That's silly. " She tries to stifle her laughter at the sight of her nephew's reaction. She drops the cell phone. Kyŏng-ŭn bends over to pick it up, but she immediately regrets doing so as her stomach knots in pain. Fortunately, her family is busy looking at the workers digging the grave. She walks toward the forest away from the noise. But the child has a legal right to know where he or she came from. "
A wave of sadness swept over Kyŏng-ŭn as she thought of the baby whose soul had wandered the universe to reach her after nine months of her fake pregnancy. She would have to make up a story about her conception dream and be congratulated by everyone. "My baby, I am so sorry, " she murmured, as she wrapped the stomach band around her belly. She felt sorry for not being able to receive the baby as a gift from heaven but instead through the back door as if it were something shameful. Words were locked up inside her and began to fester. Witnessing this necrosis within, Kyŏng-ŭn cried often. She cried over the baby's biological mother, who had to send her baby away. She cried over her stomach, which would turn flabby because of the failed pregnancy. She cried over the baby, who would be thrown into a world that divides people according to blood. She cried over herself, because she had lived by deceptions. Finally, she cried over her father's death. On the day she switched to a stomach band designed for nine months instead of six, she cried at the thought of her belly being a grave mound rather than a cradle of life. As she went shopping for baby supplies during off-peak hours, to avoid encountering gossiping housewives, she cried. Her family thought she was going through a pregnancy-related depression.
Those were dark days, dark as a grave.
It was a secret she would carry with her to her deathbed. After returning from her father's three-day funeral, Kyŏng-ŭn will feel a sudden pain in her stomach, three weeks ahead of schedule. Her water will break and she'll go to a nearby obstetrician.
Because the clinic is too unsanitary and crowded, she'll come home a day after her delivery. The week-old baby will look like a newborn.
It's a well-known fact that traumatic events, for example a single mother's unwanted pregnancy, can cause premature birth. Her father's death could serve as justification for the early arrival of the baby.
Kyŏng-ŭn waddles towards her husband-the only person who shares the burden of her secret with her-to inform him about the birth of their child. The grave mound is almost complete.
Pine branches in the middle of the mound look like a crown on a person's head. They distinguish her father's mound from the rest.
As she's about to call her husband, someone shouts, "Where are the sons-in-law? It's time to finish the mound. "
